The first thing to remember about PC is N it!s political!
a polemic on language, editing and political correctness by Janet Blagg

Pdlitical correctnessisaterm tha only existsin the consciousness of thosewhoare
frightened that thepower they@e been ableto exercisein thepast is unde threst.
Joseph Toscano

Thething | want to elucidate here doesn®actually exist. There are no thought
police waiting to pounce on us and batter us for saying something @olitically
incorrect.OThere is no PC movement, and never was, though we®e all heard
plenty about it. [t@the emperor@new clothes.

Sill, googling the news for mentions of PC comes up with headlines like:

PC could kill us
PC intimidaes scence
Cowardiceand PC prevail

And hundreds more, in just seven days, just as pejorative. See for yourself.

Who hasheard in the last week any of the sorts of demands for political
correctness that could elicit such responses? Where are these really powerful
people who are setting this all-prevailing and intimidating PC agenda?Do you
see them on the news or in the mainstream print media?! don@®.

In fact these days | guarantee you will find the term used only in three
respects. First, by right-wing commentators to demonise/ ridicule/ demolish
what they also call the @litist, bleeding heart leftON and even that label can
stretch to conservatives like David Williamson or Malcolm Fraser when they
guestion the dominant paradigm. Second, by people saying something like,
®o-er, that wasa bit politically incorrect of melGand who, when asked to
explain, have no cogent response. Third, by stand-up comics. It makes such an
easy target becauseit is so little understood, because it is such a political issue,
and because the precedent for ridiculeis so strongly set by the media.

Many people are uncomfortable with the politics of it. I®e been asked why |
have to bring politicsinto it, and why | charaderise the voices against PC
(shock jocks and media commentators like Henderson, Albrechtsen; politicians
like Howard) as @ight-wingQ®@eoconGor @narket fundamentalistON or are they
happier if | explain that the critics themselves ascribe to the polarity with their
attacks on @he left-wing intelligentsia.O

People complain about the terminology: | always called it a blackboy, and 1@ in
good faith but | won®say grasstreeN and | think they arein good faith. Most
people are sure their use of language is asimpeccable astheir conscious values.

| don®say we should never use the term blackboy, but it@ good to think
about where and when such names arose N in the context of an accumulation



of images that make a tidy paternal story out of white dealingswith Aborigines
(including hopes of their dying out). A singleinstance like blackboy might
seem unimportant, but it is only one element of a package that is now
embedded in our language. Avoiding such termsis not the same astrying to
sanitise the language. For instance, | wouldn®support changing the name of
Liverpool @ Penny Lane because it wasnamed after a slaver. Rather than
whitewash the reference to slavery, it would be better to remember that thiswas
the reality of history. You might then say we should keep the word blackboy
because it reminds us how Aborigines have been, at best, infantilised in white
speech. The difference though, isthat paternalism is an ongoing process N
consider moves in 2006to impose w hite caretakers on Aboriginal communities.

It isimpossibleto talk about PC without getting entangled in personal and
political attitudes about it N which iswhy this paper isabit of acircle route,
with many stops, afew digressions and no unequivocal starting point.

We could say that the-thing-that-is-called political correctness arose in the
social justice and self-determination movements of the 1960s long before the
term PC arrived. That non-discriminatory codes are now everywherein placeis
dueto efforts by feminists, gays, blackfellas, deaf people, etcinsisting on how
they will be publicly called (and reclaiming @egativeGerms, like nigger and
quesr, when they want to). So it isinteresting that many who embrace social
justice are suspicious of PC N hardly anyone will say aword on its behalf.

| would like to convince you that it is not thepeople who care about theuse of
languagewho arerespansiblefor thethingswearetod they havedanetothelanguage
|@ also like to convince you that the term PC hasbeen framed so demonically
that it is better never to useit at all, and if you do hear it, to reframe theissue in
terms of honest and non-discriminatory language.

A digression. Thereisalso no such thing as @n elite(n the sense that it too is
used asacompanion term of abuse. Obviously, the people who run the country
are a powerful elitein the true sense of the word. Along with their friendsin
the mediawho are able to say and write what they like without being called to
account, they exercise the sort of power that non-militant social and
environmental activists only dream of.

PC language is not censorship: it is honest, accurate and fair language

Critics of PC often claim to be defending free speech against censorship
(although, notably, they expressed no such concern about the very real
censorship in the 2006sedition laws). But PC language is not censorship.

In defending PC (which doesn®exist), | am really defending honest
and accurate (or @nclusiveCor @on-discriminatory®language. | use
the term PC because that is the thing we need to get clear about.



PC need not be narrow or prescriptive and it does not aim to create a canon of
PC words. It aimsto clarify and distinguish, to refrain from labelling and name-
calling. Why does language matter so much? Because:

Languageisamajor carrier of societal expectations and, conversdy, socigal
changes arereflected in languagechange

Language hasa part in shaping our ideasN largely unconsciously N so by
bringing attention to our language use we also bring our unconscious biasesinto
awareness. Thisis one of the major goals of PC N to shine atorch on the
unconscious and implicit assumptions embedded in ordinary language. N ot
eliminate them or disguise them or sweep them under thetable N but to be
aware that they exist and that they affect how we think. (Thisisalso abascam
of postmodernism or poststructuralism.)

While PC is often represented asbeing concerned with not offending certain
groups (which makesit sound very prissy), thiswasnever its main point. It
seems odd to have to point out that there wasnot always the stream of
intentional offence thatis now associated with Ghock jocksGand their ilk.

Man is not generic and he doesn!t stand for she

The problems of discriminatory language go well beyond offence and
denigration. My special interest hasbeen in the problems of sexist language, so
| will here go into alittle detail (with an extract from my notes Taking theDick
out of Dig(K)tionary) to show why sexist writing matters so much. | do thisto
give some idea of the substance that isignored in routine attacks on PC. If these
ideasare new to you, | refer you to a handbook on non-sexist writing, such as
Miller & Swift 1995,to which the following notes owe much.

Using man as generic and he/his for the indefinite singular contribute to a situation which
makes half the human race and its achievements invisible at the same time as it falsely
elevates the other half. A vocabulary that attributes positive qualities to males and negative
qualities to females fosters a stereotyping that hinders both sexes, but particularly women, as
does the assumption of male-as-norm which makes the female diminutive, non-standard. In the
Heinemann Australian Dictionary, 2nd ed, for example, more than 80% of the sentences
illustrating word meanings had males as their subject, including nearly all the words denoting
strong, clever, positive values (sentences exemplifying words connoting weakness had a
female subject).

When sexist language is intended, writers have plenty of words to choose from. More often
though it is subconscious, or simply lazy: itls easier to talk as if all doctors are male and all
nurses female; mothers are female, so for convenience infants are "hel. Whose convenience
though? It!s easier to accept and so perpetuate stereotypes than to think them through.

While the generic "man! is supposed to stand for all humankind, that is not what is taught or
understood. There are no end of examples like Erich Fromm!s: "man!s vital interests are life,
food, access to females, etc.! And if a small boy is asked to draw a man he might well be taken
to a counsellor if he draws a woman. Similarly, it seems perfectly normal for a book called The



Spiritual Problems of Modern Man to carry a picture of a man on its cover. If man truly were
generic, an image of a woman should seem just as normal. In fact, it would appear quite
disorienting to most people.

A variety of tests indicate that man used generically is read as adult male. For instance, of
300 tertiary students asked to select pictures for chapters of a sociology textbook, half were
given headings like "Social Man!, "Political Man!, etc., while the rest were given headings like
"Society! and "Political Life!. In 40% of subjects of both sexes, the word "man! in the title resulted
in images of males only N filtering out the fact of, and recognition of, women!s participation in
these major aspects of life.

Similarly, the use of the masculine pronoun N he, his, etc N following the indefinite singular
(someone, etc) is still seen by some as the only correct (or elegant) form, even though in most
minds it means males only, and thus makes women invisible. Or it sets up a mental obstacle for
the woman reader, who has to determine 'Does this mean me or not?! before she can fully
process the meaning. Yet we use they, their etc as singular pronouns automatically in speech
and there is no shortage of literary precedents N Shakespearels "Everyone to rest themselves,)
and Scott Fitzgerald!s "Nobody likes a mind quicker than their own.!

The language lover!s objections to PC

Although objectionsto PC language are sometimes mischievous, it can be easy
to identify with them. The challengeisto stand back from your objections asa
lover of language or a gate-keeper of standards, to see a bigger picture.

If language hides prejudice with euphemism, or tries to disguise social
problems, or payslip service to superficial change whileignoring the harder
issues, don®assume that PC isto blame N these are not, in my experience,
usually the intentions of those who strive for fair and honest language.

Asfor complaints like @ays have hijacked the word gayON no one forces
anyone to restrict the word® meaning to that definition alone. Lots of words
get put to new uses without losing their old meanings. That some people no
longer use @ayCto mean joyous, bright or showy istheir choice.

1. That PC language is euphemistic and forces us to accept absurd labels

There are no euphemismsin the chapter on &ffective and incdlusive languaged
in the StyleManual (bible of government departments and publishers) or in the
style guides of any publishing houses | know.

N o one uses or proposes we should use such terms as Qertically challenged®
N they are atotal fiction of course, part of the campaign to ridicule the
credibility of PC N but a campaign that is successful to the degree that | have
seen it claimed in serious works on language.

For my part, | am sickened by euphemisms like @ollateral damageCior the
killing of men, women and children who don®matter because they@e the
wrong colour or religion. And | shout ®l ot me!Cevery time the PM says he
speaks for @Il ordinary AustraliansGand @ny fellow Australians®



We are not forced to follow guidelines mindlessly. If, aseditors or writers,
some prescribed or proscribed usage bothersyou, exercise your skills and
positions to devise creative alternatives and persuade those you answer to
of the good sense in adopting them. And do what good writing has
alwaysdone N avoid objectifying, stereotyping and labelling.

2. That PC language is dead language, clumsy, grotesque, boring

Asin any writing, non-discriminatory writing can be donewell or horribly.
Certainly, avoiding the generic use of heand man sometimes presents serious
challenges. Half-hearted solutions can continue to make women invisible, at the
same time that they make writing clumsy, annoying and opaque.

The problem arises because writers and institutions who are now obliged to
adopt inclusive language aren®committed to it, or they do it under the
pressure of time and without thought, employing the quickest token solutions.
Entrenched attitudes are not examined and so continue to flourish, evenin
writerswho may be otherwise socially aware. The problem isn®helped when
theinstitutional ambience isfor the kind of horrible corporatese that Don
Watson complains of in Death Sentence N but this hasnothing to do with PC! Its
roots are in political and corporate spin.

Plenty of sources show how to produce strong, beautiful and creative non-
discriminatory writing (see Doyle, etc). But the best solutionsliein adeep
engagement with theissues. If wereally know what we want to do with
language we don®need formulaic solutions. Our awareness of the
existence of our own unconscious attitudes will make our writing alucid
contribution to ethical and honest relations.

3. The special problem of postmodernism/poststructuralism

Many of uswho did not grow up with poststructuralism find it frustratingly
inaccessible. In its extreme formsit isawhole other language, and one that
seems to be the enemy of plain speech in its density and convolutions. But, like
any language, it can be written badly or well.

If you are editing PM writing for ageneral readership and it is
impenetrable to you, then you have to work with the author to tease out
its meaning until it isin the same lucid English you work to extract from
any writer.

The PM project too is anathema to the neocon. In one small but telling example,
Kate Auty® Black Glassreceived thisin review: @ cademics no doubt use this
somew hat impenetrable writing to impress their peers.Orhe book examinesthe
special Courts of Native Affairsin WA and demolishes the received wisdom of
anthropology luminaries Strehlow and Elkin. | can assure you, asthe editor, the
writing was pellucid. So why the spiteful comment?



Of course, it@the standard putdown for PM, asfor PC: everyone knows
acadamics (Ieft-wing intdligentsia) disdan thecommon punter. Note, though, this
criticism is only applied to the humanities (with its political edge) N not to
scientificwriting, which is often far less penetrable for the common reader.

But also, PM forces usto look at ourselves and see to what extent we are tied
up with the forces of domination. To the extent that PC or PM annoysus, we
might wonder how much we areidentified with those forces. Of course, they
may be true old-fashioned intellectual elitists, masquerading astrendy post-
structuralists, and then our annoyance isjustified, but we need to ascertain
this, not take it for granted.

Neoconservative spunky rebel against liberal tyranny

Under media attacks on PC these days | include the History and Culture Wars.
The scholarship of historians like Henry Reynolds and Neville Green N
derided as ®lack armband schoolON isincreasingly the subject of revisionist
attacks that are noticeably lacking in any scholarship themselves. It is hard not
to conclude that the intention isto destroy the credibility of such writers so as
to deflect any sense of national responsibility for radst policies.

Priyamvada Gopal, commenting on Britain@ History Warsin the Guardian
Weekly (July 7B132006) describes how new BBC historian Niall Ferguson
rewrites history with @seudo-scientific nonsenseCand

the insistence that we are being offered gutsy truths that the Qolitically
correctCestablishment would love to suppress. Thisisthe
neoconservative spunky rebel against liberal tyranny. Yet Ferguson
peddles nothing more than the most hackneyed, self-aggrandising
myths of empire E western imperialism brings freedom, democracy
and prosperity to primitive cultures E By anointing Ferguson and his
fellow imperial apologists E assemi-official historians, the British
media are colluding in adangerous denial of the past E

David Musgrove (Overland 182,2006)provides an amusing instance of the
Culture Wars with his article on the fall-out from David Williamson®@ @ruise
Ship Australia82005 lecture. Ten years earlier Williamson® Dead WhiteMales
reviled feminism, multiculturalism and poststructuralism for enforcing PC
agendas. But when he gave a fairly middle of the road talk about the absence of
valuesin @spirational AustraliaChe washimself reviled by aimost every
conservative commentator. @&litist sneers at battlersQPiers Akerman) is
representative. This savaging probably reflects the extent to which these market
propagandists saw the socially conservative Williamson asa traitor to their
fantasy of unlimited growth. It@ serious business.

Theword propagandist might seem extreme, but that may be because it®
eader to recognise the propaganda of the past than of the present (queue
jumpersthrow children into sea), just asit@ easier to see the radsm of the past.



No one tells this little black duck what to say

We all hate being told what to say, or that our use of language isless than
impeccable. But no one hates it more than those commentators pushing their
market fundamentalist line. Unfortunately their influenceisdisproportionate:
the mainstream mediaisthe primary source of information for many, and it
works hard to convince readers of its authority and impartiality.

The spinisclever, and hasalready demolished my following statement: that
the media has manipulated people® opinions about PC N even people whose
values otherwise differ. The spin says | insult ordinary Australians by implying
they are not capable of evaluating the issues and making up their own minds.

| think the only PC actually apparent today isthat reflected in the eagerness
with which conservative commentators echo the government neocon line.

So, why isthe neocon response to an alternative discourse is so vicious? Why

do they pretend they are threatened by people who have far less power than

their own, and complain they are struggling against the dictates of a tyrannical

elitist PC agenda?For the latter, the complaint is surely mischievous, or spin.

Steve Mickler in TheMyth of Privilege(p. 89) explains how the labelling works.
[It] callsinto question the moral legitimacy of a certain ground of principled
criticism. It directly accuses this criticism of having strategic purposes that
serve ends other than those professed. Alleging ®CCalso E impliesthat one
iscomplicit with, or even representative and an agent of, an already
powerful indeed daminant political and social regime E

Of course, it can also be simple projection N the PM frequently complains that
PC seeks to constrain him and all ordinary Australians, yet, with the assistance
of the media, he hasconstrained free speech to an extraordinary degree. Public
discourse in Australiaon thewar in Iraq hasbeen woeful.

But ultimately, the struggle over PC is about who controls the language N
which iswhy it is so fierce. How you call boat people, for instance N asylum
seekers or illegal immigrants N determines how you can treat them. Whoever
frames the language sets the terms of the discourse.

As George Lakoff explains so well in Don® Think of an Elephant, conservatives
have been framing all theimportant issues to match their own perspective since
the end of the Vietham War. 0hey have put a huge amount of money into
creating the language for their worldview and getting it out there. Progressives
have done virtually nothing.CLakoff explains framing:

In Arnold Schwarzenegger® acceptance speech, he said, @hen the people
win, politics asusual loses.OWhat@® that about? Well, he knows that he@
going to face a Democratic legislature, so what he hasdone is frame himself
and also Republican politicians asthe people, while framing Democratic
politicians aspolitics asusual N in advance. The Democratic legislators [are]
automatically framed asenemies of the people.



Human nature can be framed in terms of social aspirations towards
community, justice, environmental responsibility N or in terms of individual
aspirational consumers. Howard insists his fellow Australians don®want (and,
his history warriorsinsist, never wanted) political ideals N their only aspiration
isto consumer power. [t@all about the economy, the market, shareholders.
Finally, whoever controls language determines how democracy isdefined.

PC and the democratic project

Steve Mickler and Niall Lucy spell out acompelling thesisin TheWar on
Democracy that is also pertinent to thiselucidation of PC. They remind us of
something that islargely forgotten in the clamour to impose democracy in the
Middle East N that democracy means more than just the free election of
parliamentary government. The Macquarie dictionary says it means @qual
rights and privileges for allOThat is, not just for the rich and the powerful.

A central tenet of democracy, then, isthe protection of the weak and the
different from exploitation by the powerful. And who isit that speaks up for
the rights of the weak and the different? Our same friendswho strive for non-
discriminatory language and all other things mocked as PC, that@ who!

TheWar on Democracy illustrates how today@®@ neocons are committed to
pushing back the social gains of the last half century: they know it isnot clever
politics to oppose the principles of liberal democracy directly (after all, thatis
what they pretend to be fighting for) so they have to first misrepresent those
principles asradical, loony, dangerous, and out of touch with ordinary
AustraliaN which is exactly what they®e done with PC. For all the power they
wield, the thing they mock asPC is, after all, areal threat to them. Deep down,
they know they are only a paper dragon. So give them more of what drives
them nuts! The thing we call PC iswhat® defending democracy. 1t@® an ongoing
process. It deserves our support.
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Appendix: Some notes on postmodernism
From A Dialogue About Poststructuralism by Michael J.Christie & Stephen Harris.

Theeffort to distinguish betwean wha realities we createthrough languageand
what redlities may or may not be @ut theeQis thedebate about ontology N what
it meanstobe. Theextremeform of PSE problematises all ontdogical daims,

Michad Christie warns us about putting people in boxes. N ot because boxes are
wrong, but because we forget the box isjust language, an aid to categorising, &
begin to think it hasan autonomous existence. You can®avoid categorising, but
you can remember that categories come from your imagination.

Those who control the dominant discourses (government, media) work hard to
persuade us of the objective reality of the boxes they have an interest in. (Again,
George Lakoff is brilliant on this.) Claiming to hold an objective position, they
impugn (with ridicule etc) the objectivity of those who challenge the reality of
the boxes they set up.

While PS @roblematises all ontological claims,(t doesn®say there is no
truth. It just likes to expose @ruth claimsGhat are really power plays, not a
genuine struggle towards objective truth.

PSsays power arisesin every small instance of discourse when categories of
language N gender, race, sexuality, classetc N compete for the definition of
the situation. Thisiswhy language is so important.

Individuals and interest groups N even the dominant interest groups N
have power only because othe'slet them takeit. Those who rail against PC see
their hold on power slipping asthe bases of their claims to objective truth are
eroded by those who insist we use language honestly and fairly.

In, say, Aboriginal issues, what@ important is (1) examining our fantasies that
enlightenment changes things, and (2) how Aborigines are so often @thered(n
white discourse, and how that means that whitefellas (including ourselves) end
up with the power and the voice. Theinsidious @thering®of Aborigines (or
women or refugees) is accomplished with great ease in contemporary
discourse. PSacknowledges cultural differences and commonalities, but says
that while we can talk of essences, they®e not real. To say @ypical XOmeans
nothing; we might say it for convenience (at best) in argument. But alwayswe
should ask, whose convenience?

@ultural differenceQs always a stereotype; alot of diverseindividuals
lumped together and treated the same through naming. PS prefersto talk of
diversity rather than difference. Diversity is difference before the boundaries
are set in place. Difference, like all structure, isimposed. Thisis not, of itself, a
bad thing; but we need to admit it if we don®want our intellectualising to
exploit other people@realities or drown out their voices.



